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ABSTRACT 
This article delves into the thematic evolution in Jayanta Mahapatra's poetry, tracing the 
trajectory of his work through various stages of his career. Initially anchored in 
existential angst, Mahapatra's thematic focus transitions to encompass multiple subjects, 
including celebrating Oriya’s culture, emerging feminist consciousness, environmental 
concerns, spiritual introspection, and overt socio-political critique. Throughout these 
thematic shifts, a constant element in his poetry is the profound engagement with 
personal memory, serving as a cornerstone of his creative expression. This paper aims to 
elucidate Mahapatra's intellectual and emotional maturation as a poet, highlighting the 
fluidity and breadth of his thematic repertoire. It offers a comprehensive insight into 
Mahapatra's poetic journey, underscoring his poetic legacy's diverse and rich thematic 
fabric. 
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Jayanta Mahapatra, a luminary in 

the realm of Indian English poetry, stands 
as a colossus in the modern literary era. 
With a soul tuned to the delicate strings of 
human emotion, his verses resonate with 
the myriad facets of the human experience 
– love, pain, sorrow, mortality, faith, and 
more. In the tapestry of his poetic 
creations, he weaves the intricate threads 
of human relationships, and his poems 
often explore the complex dynamics 
between men and women. Mahapatra's 
poetry is also deeply rooted in the culture 
and landscape of his home state, Odisha. In 
the annals of literary history, he shall not 
be remembered merely as "a lost jewel" for 
in the hearts of those who cherish and 
savour the memories of a beloved poet, his 
spirit lives on. Here, the 'he' in question is 

none other than the "Poet of Orissa", a man 
bestowed with numerous titles, yet none 
so profound as the "Father of Modern 
Indian English Poetry". 

Jayanta Mahapatra's journey as a 
poet commenced long after his days of 
toiling, attempting to breathe life into his 
verses and stories. Armed with a Master's 
degree in Physics from Patna University in 
1949, he embarked on a career in teaching 
at various colleges in his hometown, a 
chapter that spanned until his retirement 
in 1986. His pursuit of poetry, however, 
was a pursuit of destiny itself. 

Mahapatra's work bears witness to 
a rare fusion of the scientific and the poetic, 
the rational and the intuitive. His verses 
exude precision and order in the 
conventions of a scientific discourse, and 
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yet they soar into the realms of human 
experience's most enigmatic facets. The life 
of an artist is, however, seldom one of 
tranquillity, for it is in the tempestuous 
seas of existence that peerless works find 
their genesis. Much of Mahapatra's 
existence was marked by struggles to gain 
recognition for his creative endeavours, 
and initially, his attempts seemed destined 
to wither in obscurity. 

Nonetheless, at the age of forty-
three, the gates to his long-anticipated 
literary sanctum finally swung open, and 
his debut volume of poetry, Swayamvara 
and Other Poem (1971) saw the light of day. 
He wrote prolifically, crossing the 
boundaries of poetry to craft essays and 
short stories. His translations of Odiya 
poetry earned him considerable acclaim. 

A pivotal moment in his journey 
was marked by an award-winning speech 
delivered at the Sahitya Akademi, where he 
received accolades for his magnum opus, 
Relationship (1980), a long poem that bore 
the imprint of his profound connection to 
his roots. In his own words, "To Orissa, to 
this land in which my roots lie and lies my 
past and in which lies my beginning and my 
end…" (Mahapatra, qtd in Niranjan, 65). 

His reception of this award in 1981 
cemented his position as the inaugural 
Indian English writer to be conferred with 
such a prestigious honour. His literary 
canvas is vast, with brushes that paint 
across genres, never confining itself to one 
theme or technique. In the realm of Indian 
English poetry, Jayanta Mahapatra's name 
shines as a beacon, a testament to the 
fusion of science and artistry, precision and 
profundity, that defines his legacy, linking 
Indian and Western literary traditions. 
Mahapatra's poetry is an evidence of the 
genre's remarkable ability to surpass 
geographical boundaries, fostering 
connections between individuals from 
diverse cultural backgrounds.  

As a conscientious individual, he 
returned his Padma Shri award in the face 
of the ‘growing moral asymmetry’ in India. 

His letter to Mr. President exhibits his 
dismay, “I have already sent a letter to the 
President Pranab Mukherjee humbly 
expressing my desire to return the civilian 
honour of 'Padma Shri' as a mark of 
protest.” (B.C Tewari: The Spiel Journal of 
English Studies, p.118.)  

When he quoted the lines of 
Amichai, translated by Ted Hughes, in his 
book Random Descent (2005), he 
expressed his disbelief and bafflement 
against the soaring violence upon the 
minority and intellectuals.  

They said: Aren’t men weird and 
crazy  
to decorate a sword made to kill  
with beautiful carvings and 
precious stones…  
(qtd. In Mahapatra 65.) 
In his poem “The Portrait”, he 

writes, “Aimless I prowl through justice 
reports. All I have left is a face, rigid and 
helpless as though it had a stroke” 
(Mahapatra, “The Portrait”, 61). The poem 
is a reflection of the poet's disillusionment 
and despair when he fails to find justice in 
an unjust, chaotic and disarrayed world, 
agonised by the happenings of savage 
events. 

His inability to work towards the 
cause made him a staunch disbeliever of 
the ways of the world. He is intrinsically 
touched by the stark realities of our 
country and writes instinctively about 
hunger, myths, traditions, customs, rituals, 
love, passion, anger, frustration, sex, the 
self and the eternity, the socio-cultural 
diversity with adroitness. He is against all 
forms of political and cultural oppression, 
and he fights for the rights of the weak and 
the deprived. He is motivated by a deep-
seated belief in justice and truth. The 
themes of past glory, chaos, poverty, 
alienation, hunger, reminiscence, etc. 
spring from his love towards his nation, its 
people and his family. He followed 
Gandhi's ideals and felt crestfallen when he 
had to say that defending you today hurt 
my tired eyes, to the world as the audience. 
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His reverence for Gandhi ji was immense 
and he wrote many of his works dedicated 
to him and his legacy.  

In the early stages of his literary 
career, Mahapatra’s poetry is marked by a 
profound engagement with existential 
themes, evident in works such as "Close the 
Sky, the Door" and "Relationship". These 
poems are characterized by introspective 
contemplation of life's fundamental 
questions, reflecting a deep exploration of 
human existence. 

As Mahapatra's poetic voice 
matures, there is a discernible shift toward 
celebrating the cultural identity of his 
native Odisha, linking his personal identity 
as a cultural one. His poetry during this 
phase intricately weaves elements of Odiya 
traditions, rituals, and landscapes, as 
showcased in poems like "A Father's Sins" 
and "Hunger". 

A significant thematic evolution in 
Mahapatra’s work is the exploration of 
feminist consciousness and gender 
dynamics. Initially depicting women as 
symbols of despair, his later poems portray 
them as agents of change, as seen in 
"Dawn", "The Woman Who Wanted to be 
Loved", and "A Country Festival”. 
Environmental concerns also become 
prominent in Mahapatra's later works. 
Poems such as "Bhopal Dawn" and 
"Anubhav" incorporate ecological imagery 
and address the issues of environmental 
degradation, reflecting a growing 
awareness of ecological issues. 

Spirituality emerges as a key theme 
in subsequent phases of his poetry. Works 
like "A Rain of Rites" and "Random 
Descent" delve into mysticism, 
transcendence, and the interplay between 
the material and spiritual realms, 
highlighting Mahapatra's explorations of 
spirituality. 

Socio-political commentary 
becomes increasingly explicit in 
Mahapatra's later poetry, with a focus on 
oppressive systems and injustices. This 
shift is evident in poems such as "Hunger" 

and "The Portrait", which directly address 
social and political issues. 

Throughout these thematic 
transitions, Mahapatra consistently 
engages with personal memory. His poetry 
often revisits the past, reflecting on 
childhood experiences and the impact of 
personal history on the present. This 
consistent thread of personal memory 
weaves through the diverse themes of 
existential concerns, cultural identity, 
feminist perspectives, environmental 
consciousness, spiritual explorations and 
socio-political commentary, culminating in 
a rich tapestry that mirrors Mahapatra's 
own intellectual and emotional evolution 
over time. 

 
Feminist Consciousness and Gender 
Dynamics 

The thematic journey of 
Mahapatra’s works showcases an 
evolution towards feminist consciousness, 
marking a departure from traditional 
portrayals of women in Indian poetry. In 
various phases of his work, women 
transition from being depicted as mere 
symbols of despair to emerging as agents of 
change, challenging entrenched 
patriarchal norms.  

Mahapatra’s engagement with 
feminist themes is especially notable given 
the broader context of Indian literature, 
where male writers have often overlooked 
the intricacies of women's lives. His poetry 
significantly contributes to feminist 
literary criticism, providing a nuanced and 
comprehensive portrayal of the female 
perspective. Mahapatra amplifies the 
voices of the unheard Indian women, 
capturing their raw emotions, unspoken 
desires, and everyday struggles. 

Through his work, Mahapatra 
delves into the reality of women's 
marginalization and oppression, 
challenging the patriarchal structures that 
sustain such inequalities. His poems serve 
not only as artistic expressions but also as 
socio-cultural critiques, shedding light on 
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women's lived experiences within the 
Indian context. 

Initially, women were the symbol of 
hopelessness, despair and desolation in his 
poetries. An excerpt from the poem 
“Hunger” does justice to this statement:  

Long and lean, her years were cold 
as rubber. 
She opened her wormy legs wide. I 
felt the hunger there, 
the other one, the fish slithering, 
turning inside 

The fifteen-year-old girl here is being sold 
by her father to satiate the hunger which is 
inside her belly. ‘Feel her’, the father says 
to the man as if she is a commodity to be 
spent. The little girl’s vulnerable 
willingness to indulge the man by opening 
her ‘wormy legs’ depicts that she is trapped 
in a cycle of satisfying the hunger of ‘her 
father’ and ‘the other men’. In “A Missing 
Person”, the poet portrays women of rural 
areas to be self-effacing and passive as they 
do not have an identity of their own. To her, 
her husband is all she has ever known and 
she is trapped in this pedestal that he put 
her on, leaving her high and dry. 

In the darkened room 
a woman 
cannot find her reflection in the 
mirror 
waiting as usual 
at the edge of sleep 
In her hands she holds 
the oil lamp 
whose drunken yellow flames 
know where her lonely body hides.  
Vulnerability, abuse, longing, and 

desperation, especially in the context of 
women's experiences in a patriarchal 
society are some themes that emerge in 
Mahapatra’s poetry, particularly in works 
such as “A Missing Person”. His portrayal of 
a woman who passively awaits her 
husband's return after a long day of labour 
is symbolic of a deeper societal issue: the 
erasure of women's presence and 
identities. The title "A Missing Person" 
aptly captures the essence of the woman's 

plight, as she is both literally and 
figuratively absent.  

In his later works, Mahapatra 
emphasizes the resilience and agency of 
marginalized women who challenge their 
oppression and subjugation. As noted by 
scholars Syamala Kallury and Anjana, “It is 
the women and children who receive the 
lion’s share of Mahapatra's sympathy and 
concern... with images of abused, 
oppressed, and battered victims at the 
hands of poverty and patriarchy” (Kallury 
and Anjana, The Indian Imagination of 
Jayanta Mahapatra, 49). This perspective is 
a critical reminder that while women are 
often portrayed as victims, they are also 
potent agents of change. 

Mahapatra’s poignant depiction of 
women’s exploitation, both physical and 
mental, is further illustrated in “Village 
Mythology”. In this poem, he writes: 
“Firewood on their heads, a file of women 
staggers along the last rain-wet road. Suna, 
the faithful village wife, crawls through the 
darkness as she moves beyond birth and 
death from one night of rape to another”. 
This verse not only highlights the physical 
burdens borne by women but also the 
relentless cycle of sexual violence that 
permeates their lives. 

Mahapatra’s poetry thus serves as a 
powerful commentary on the societal 
structures that perpetuate the 
marginalization and oppression of women. 
His works are not only a reflection of the 
grim realities faced by women in 
patriarchal societies but also a testament 
to their enduring strength and capacity for 
resistance. These are reflected in his vivid 
illustrations of violence inflicted upon 
women and girls in contemporary society, 
highlighting the brutal incidents of rape 
that occur daily. In his poem "The Lost 
Children of America", he provides a stark 
example:  

"In the Hanuman Temple last night, 
the priest’s pomaded jean-clad son 
raped the squint-eyed fourteen-
year-old fisher girl on the cracked 
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stone platform behind the shrine, 
and this morning her father found 
her at the police station, assaulted 
over and over again by four 
policemen, dripping of darkness 
and of scarlet death" (Mahapatra, 
The Lie of Dawns, 33). 
In the poem, Jayanta Mahapatra 

unveils the distressing narrative of a 
fourteen-year-old girl succumbing to 
sexual victimization at the hands of a 
priest's son in a way that can move a 
mountain.  The disheartening reality 
unfolds, underscoring a grim scenario 
where, shockingly, law enforcement 
officials contribute to the victim's suffering 
by assaulting her rather than intervening 
against the culpable priest's son. Another 
poignant illustration of sexual assault on a 
young girl is evident in his poem "Her 
Hand": 

The little girl's hand is made of 
darkness  
… 
How will I hold it?  
This little girl has just her raped 
body  
for me to reach her  
The weight of my guilt is unable  
to overcome my resistance to hug 
her.  
In his poem “The Uncertainty of 

Color”, Mahapatra portrays the evils of 
dowry through “[t]he silent sob from the 
dying girl set on fire simply for the color 
television she did not bring as part of her 
dowry” (Mahapatra, Random Descent, 23). 
He also depicts anti national activities in 
Punjab 1980s in his poem “Dispossessed 
Nests”:  

Now a man knows only two ways  
For dealing with a stray woman 
He rapes her  
And he kills her 
(Mahapatra, “Dispossessed Nests”, 
33) 
In the poem "Dawn", a significant 

theme is the enduring silence of women. 
The poem explores whether the 

persistence of this silence can serve as a 
means of liberation for women from their 
historically passive and submissive roles. 
In this context, Mahapatra's treatment of 
silence is not merely an absence of speech 
but a symbol of the latent power and 
agency within these women. 

Mahapatra's "Dawn" scrutinizes the 
nuanced implications of silence in 
women's lives. The poet asks if this silence, 
often seen as a sign of subjugation, might 
paradoxically hold the key to emancipating 
women from societal constraints. This 
exploration resonates with the broader 
feminist discourse, which frequently 
examines women's silences in patriarchal 
societies. The poem becomes a 
contemplative space where the potential of 
silence as a form of resistance and 
empowerment is commented on. 

Through "Dawn", Mahapatra 
contributes to the ongoing conversation in 
feminist literary criticism about the 
complex dynamics of silence and voice in 
the struggle for gender equality.  

an Indian woman, piled up to 
her silences, waiting for what the 
world will only let her do. 
(Mahapatra, Rain of Rites, 1) 

 In “A Country Festival”, he represents 
women as the changing force of nature: 

the women, 
not answering to their names any 
more, and usually lying like 
unexpected lakes deep within the 
wooded hills, 
break their calm surfaces 
like wild water snakes let loose 
from the yearly Hoods. 
(Mahapatra, Waiting, 4) 
Mahapatra’s poetry is replete with 

vivid and evocative imagery, particularly in 
his depiction of women and their nuanced 
experiences. They suggest a profound 
detachment from traditional societal 
norms, portraying women as entities who 
have transcended conventional roles and 
expectations. This transcendence is 
depicted through the metaphor of women 
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lying like "unexpected lakes within 
wooded hills", which serves to convey a 
sense of concealed depth and enigma. The 
imagery of lakes is symbolic of a hidden 
reservoir of emotions, experiences, or 
untold narratives that lie beneath the 
surface, not immediately perceptible. 

Moreover, Mahapatra employs the 
metaphor of "wild water snakes released 
during yearly floods" to represent a sudden 
and forceful disturbance of the calmness 
that once defined these women. This image 
suggests a mighty upheaval, indicative of a 
rebellious or transformative force that 
disrupts the erstwhile tranquillity. The 
calm surfaces, once a characteristic of their 
existence, are now broken, symbolizing a 
departure from passivity and an 
awakening of a more dynamic and 
potentially subversive energy. 

Mahapatra's poetry, therefore, not 
only captures the complexity of women's 
lives but also reflects a transformative 
journey where the silent depths of their 
experiences find a potent and disruptive 
expression. 

Mahapatra portrays women as 
embodiments of resilience and 
perseverance. His poem “The Woman Who 
Wanted to be Loved” expresses a profound 
introspection, depicted in the line, “Her 
dark days cannot be braided into a poem. 
But her body wants to escape from greater 
things” (Mahapatra, The Lie of Dawns, 11). 
The line conveys that the woman's difficult 
experiences, her "dark days", are too 
complex and profound to be encapsulated 
within the confines of a poem. The 
metaphor of "braiding" suggests an 
attempt to intertwine and make sense of 
these experiences, yet Mahapatra 
acknowledges that some aspects of human 
experience resist such neat categorization. 
The juxtaposition of women's experiences 
with the desire for physical escape 
indicates a deep-rooted conflict. While her 
life's complexities are inexpressible in 
poetry, her physical being yearns for 
liberation from challenges that are even 

more significant than those captured in 
words. This is further emphasized in the 
line “Seasons pass, and she becomes 
stone”, suggesting a transformation or 
hardening in response to the passage of 
time and unrelenting circumstances. 
Mahapatra's work transcends the 
traditional patriarchal hierarchy prevalent 
in Odiya society through a blend of 
romantic imagination and ironic 
symbolism.  

Dream children, dark, superfluous; 
you miss them in the house’s dark 
spaces, how can’t you? 
Even the women don’t wear 
them—  
like jewels or precious stones at the 
throat. 
the faint feeling deep at a woman’s 
centre. 
that brings back the discarded 
things: 
the little turnings of blood  
at the far edge of the rainbow.  
(Mahapatra, Rain of Rites, 17) 
The concept of recognizing a 

prostitute as a legitimate member of civic 
society poses a substantial challenge to 
conventional societal norms, often viewed 
as a controversial or blasphemous notion. 
Historically, prostitutes have been 
marginalized and stigmatized, relegated to 
the fringes of what is deemed 'decent' and 
'cultured' society. However, Mahapatra 
draws attention to their plight and 
advocates for their inclusion in the social 
fabric. In his poem “The Whorehouse in a 
Calcutta Street”, Mahapatra delves into the 
struggles and hardships faced by 
prostitutes, highlighting their 
marginalization by mainstream "cultured 
society".  

Mahapatra's work prompts a re-
evaluation of the concept of 'cultured' 
within societal constructs. He raises 
questions about whether this term is 
indicative of societal hypocrisy, a reflection 
of socio-political and cultural norms, or a 
manifestation of inherent human 
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materialism. Instead of providing explicit 
answers, Mahapatra explores the theme of 
carnal pleasure and portrays prostitutes as 
victims caught in a "great conspiracy" – a 
metaphor for the systemic patriarchal 
structures that diminish women's agency 
in society. 

The plight of prostitutes, 
particularly in a collective culture such as 
Odisha's, is accentuated by the male-
dominated desire to exert control over 
women’s bodies. This dissonance is a 
central theme in Mahapatra's poetry. 
Through his work, Mahapatra endeavours 
to afford these women the recognition and 
identity they deserve, especially those who 
have been exploited and victimized in the 
pursuit of human materialism and 
carnality. His poetry is a significant 
contribution to the discourse on gender, 
sexuality, and societal norms, challenging 
traditional perceptions and advocating for 
a more inclusive understanding of all 
members of society. 

 
Cultural Identity and the Odiya 
Landscape 

Mahapatra’s profound connection 
to his native state of Odisha significantly 
informs his exploration of gender 
dynamics in his poetry. His work reflects 
how cultural contexts, particularly those of 
Odisha, shape and intersect with gender 
identities. Mahapatra's poetic oeuvre is 
imbued with a strong sense of place, with 
Odisha not merely as a backdrop but as an 
integral element interwoven into the fabric 
of his narratives. As he once noted, “Orissa 
was in his roots. Or rather he made Orissa 
in his poems a figure of History that stood 
tall and steadfast and interwoven in those 
roots” (Mahapatra, 2008). 

Odisha, known historically as Udra 
Desh, Utkal, and Kalinga, is more than a 
geographical location in Mahapatra's 
poetry; it is a living, breathing entity that 
shapes and is shaped by the people who 
inhabit it. It is evident even to the novice 
reader of Mahapatra's work as his unique 

portrayal of the region and its people is an 
unmistakable characteristic of his style. 

Through his poetry, Mahapatra 
offers a nuanced exploration of the 
intersectionality of gender and regional 
identity, particularly within the context of 
Odisha. His work provides valuable 
insights into how a region's cultural and 
historical legacies interact with and 
influence gender constructs and 
experiences. 

Even in Puri 
when the world, 
silent again 
for a moment, 
begins to speak again, I long for 
Puri. 
(Mahapatra, A Whiteness of Bone, 
62) 
In "Sky without Sky Poems", 

Mahapatra demonstrates a profound 
nostalgia for his homeland, Odisha. The 
collection features the Jagannath Puri 
temple, a significant pilgrimage site for 
Hindus in India, which Mahapatra uses to 
imbue his poems with vivid imagery. This 
temple and its cultural significance in 
Odisha serve as a recurrent motif, 
enriching the poems with a sense of place 
and tradition.  

Mahapatra's poetry, particularly in 
this collection, transcends mere physical 
descriptions of Odisha. Instead, he weaves 
the state's spiritual, cultural, and historical 
tapestry into his verses, creating a multi-
dimensional portrayal that resonates with 
readers. The Jagannath Puri temple, in 
particular, is not only a geographical 
landmark but also a symbol of the spiritual 
and cultural ethos of Odisha, which 
Mahapatra skilfully integrates into his 
poetic narrative. 

Through his work, Mahapatra 
contributes significantly to Indian English 
poetry, offering a unique perspective that 
combines personal nostalgia with broader 
cultural and spiritual themes. His portrayal 
of Odisha stands testament to his ability to 
capture the essence of his homeland in a 
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deeply personal and universally relatable 
way. 

Dr. Tanushree Nayak, a noted 
literary figure, comments on Mahapatra’s 
Odisha, recognizing the deep connection 
and the rich imagery it brings to his work. 
Nayak writes: 

Mahapatra’s Indian quality is 
perhaps most keenly felt in his 
poems about Orissa. He sounds 
more authentic when he writes 
about Orissa than about India as a 
whole. This has considerably 
enhanced the intrinsic power of his 
poems derived largely from the 
local detail raised to universal 
significance. (Nayak 10) 

For instance, the poem “Rice” voices the 
local affliction of the people suffering from 
famine that struck Odisha in 1866 in these 
lines,  

But at times a worn-out summer left 
behind stumbles against the falling 
skin of fallow rice fields as I feel my 
way along the defeating distances of 
hunger. (Mahapatra, Random 
Descent, 19) 
To understand his poem is to 

understand the picturesque landscape, 
which he fortifies with his deep 
understanding of the art of writing poetry. 
For him, literature works through 
imagination and memory. Literature has 
no direction, and “there are no railway 
lines to guide you in the field of literature”. 
Mahapatra often weaves into his verses the 
rituals and ceremonies unique to Odisha. 
These cultural practices, laden with 
symbolism, offer a lens through which 
gender roles are examined. Odisha's 
distinctive language and dialects also find 
resonance in his poetry. Linguistic nuances 
contribute to the portrayal of gender, with 
specific attention to how cultural-specific 
expressions shape the poet's articulation of 
women's experiences, emotions, and 
struggles. 

Thus, Mahapatra's profound 
connection to his native state of Odisha 

significantly shapes the thematic fabric of 
his poetry. The cultural context of Odisha 
serves as a vital backdrop that intricately 
intertwines with his exploration of gender 
dynamics. This section delves into the 
nuances of Mahapatra's engagement with 
the cultural intricacies of Odisha and its 
profound impact on his portrayal of 
women. 

 
Environmental Concerns and Ecological 
Imagery 

Mahapatra's later works witness a 
heightened awareness of environmental 
issues and a deep connection to nature. 
Once a physicist, the poet incorporates 
ecological imagery and environmental 
degradation themes in poems like "Bhopal 
Dawn" and "Anubhav." This phase reflects 
his concern for the planet and a poetic 
engagement with the impact of human 
activities on the natural world. The 
recurring motif enlightens us to explore 
the deeper themes and hidden notions of 
his verses. Apart from incorporating dawn 
in his poetry, he also employs dusk, 
morning, noon, evening, night, and twilight, 
and sometimes even with contrasting 
imagery. These images and the picturesque 
view of Odisha portrayed in most of his 
poems are the crust of his poetry. The poet 
as an optimist envisions ‘dawn’ as a new 
beginning, revival, or rebirth. Hope and 
possibility of a new day is what keeps the 
world going. Alternatively, the poet’s 
pessimism overpowers the bright light of 
dawn and turns it into the precariousness 
of the unknown, which could imply the 
perpetual cycle of the sun rising at dawn 
again and again, perpetuating uncertain 
futures. The poem Now When We Think of 
Compromise deals with the same issue, 
stating that “the sun is a sullen individual 
of light consigned to the wild white dawn” 
(Mahapatra, Rain of Rites, 58). The lines 
signify the hope and danger that comes 
along with the obscureness of the future. In 
most of his works, the poet describes dawn 
as white; again, in the poem “Bhopal Dawn” 
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(1989), he states, “Dawn-like, the page lies 
open, white”.     

He celestially picturizes ‘morning’ 
in the poem “The Absence of 
Knowledge”, as “the morning star groaning 
under the weight of another night” 
(Mahapatra, Shadow Space, 74), and then in 
another poem “A Spring Morning”, “the 
gentle embrace of the world is entrapped 
in my full morning cup of the sky.” 

The adjectives used with ‘afternoon’ 
in the lines “this brassy October afternoon” 
and “Sundays with savage afternoon” from 
the poem Relationship give the reader the 
ability to read between the lines by 
creating a sense of place, time and mood. 
The metaphor used in the lines “And the 
blood-red sun is simply the mask of a child 
who dances away for us, evening after 
evening” dramatically binds the landscape 
with a child. Contrastingly, the lines “Tall 
sails hesitate, rise on the masts, filled with 
the swagger and prowess of the evening 
wind” specify that the evening wind is 
resilient and tenacious instead of the 
evening being tranquil by nature. 

The poem “The Movement” 
explicitly draws ‘noon’ as beautiful 
imagery, where ‘the dew turns in its hour 
of obedience to the noonday sun: every 
moment is to preserve balance from the 
taking in of the wind.’ He fuses the natural 
image of the sky with the Biblical image of 
apocalypse, which is abstract. 

The ethereal metaphor used with 
‘twilight’, “here are the bamboo dropping 
beads of twilight on earth’s-stricken floor”, 
is evocative and beautiful by comparing the 
beads of water with twilight. 

 
Exploring the Ineffable: Mahapatra's 
Delve into the Spiritual Domain 

As his poetic journey unfolds, 
Mahapatra's canvas expands to encompass 
realms of the spirit. Works like A Rain of 
Rites and Random Descent embark on a 
mystical quest, interrogating themes of 
transcendence, self-scrutiny, and the 
liminal space where the earthly and the 

divine embrace. His verse transforms, 
acquiring a contemplative hue as he 
plumbs the depths of human existence's 
mystical undercurrents. 

A Rain of Rites stands as a testament 
to this shift, where Mahapatra grapples 
with the concept of transcendence. Rain, a 
potent symbol of purification and renewal, 
morphs into a conduit for spiritual 
ascension, forging a bridge between the 
mundane and the celestial. In this phase, 
Mahapatra embarks on a profound 
introspective voyage, peeling back layers 
of self-discovery within the intricate web 
of his verses. Random Descent chronicles 
this inward journey, where the poet 
wrestles with his own identity, beliefs, and 
the enigmatic dance between the known 
and the unknowable. 

With deft artistry, Mahapatra 
navigates the terrain where the material 
and spiritual realms converge. A Rain of 
Rites and Random Descent offer glimpses 
into a world where the tangible and 
intangible merge, blurring the lines 
between the physical and the 
metaphysical. Rain, once again, becomes a 
metaphorical cascade of the spirit, washing 
over the human experience. 

Enriching this exploration of the 
spiritual is Mahapatra's use of symbolism 
and vivid imagery. Rain, descent, and rites 
become potent symbols, imbuing the 
poems with layers of meaning. The poet 
deploys these elements to beckon readers 
into a contemplative space, inviting them 
to ponder their spiritual odyssey. 
What sets Mahapatra's exploration of the 
spiritual apart is its universality and 
timeless essence. Themes of 
transcendence, introspection, and the 
convergence of the material and spiritual 
resonate far beyond the confines of culture 
and time. The poet transcends the 
particularities of his context, inviting 
readers to connect with the broader 
tapestry of human experience. 

In these poems, Mahapatra's 
language takes on a meditative quality, 
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resonating with a rhythmic cadence that 
mirrors the contemplative nature of the 
themes. The choice of words, metaphors, 
and the very flow of the verses contribute 
to an immersive experience, drawing the 
reader into the heart of the spiritual 
discourse. 

 
Personal Memory in Jayanta 
Mahapatra's Poetry 

While Mahapatra's engagement 
with personal memory is deeply rooted in 
the specificity of his own experiences, a 
universality transcends cultural and 
temporal boundaries. The poet's ability to 
articulate the intricacies of personal 
history renders his work accessible to 
readers from diverse backgrounds, inviting 
them to reflect on their journeys. 

Mahapatra often employs 
intertextuality and incorporates 
autobiographical elements into his poetry. 
These elements serve as literary artefacts, 
enhancing the authenticity of the poet's 
engagement with personal memory. 
Blending the individual and the academic 
adds complexity to his exploration of 
selfhood. 

Across the diverse phases of Jayanta 
Mahapatra's poetic career, his unwavering 
commitment to engaging with personal 
memory is a distinctive and enduring 
thread. Its expanded exploration delves 
deeper into how Mahapatra's poems 
function as a profound canvas for revisiting 
the past, reflecting on childhood 
experiences, and grappling with the 
enduring impact of personal history on the 
present. His poems act as portals to the 
past, facilitating a unique form of time 
travel. Through evocative language and 
vivid imagery, readers are transported to 
the landscapes of the poet’s childhood, 
allowing them to vicariously experience 
the sights, sounds, and emotions that have 
shaped his personal history. 

Central to Mahapatra's engagement 
with personal memory is a focused 
reflection on childhood experiences. The 

school, Stewart European, run by a British 
Missionary Organisation in Cuttack, gave 
him an agonising childhood. He was 
ridiculed in his class of thirty students for 
his young age and enfeebled body. In the 
poem “Re-enacting an Old Play”, he recalls 
a scarring incident when he has a sudden 
revelation while lying on the ground: 

Once a friend pushed my seven-
year body off a tree branch I was 
sitting on, 
and next lay on the ground thinking 
what if a crucified god can’t stop me 
believing in destiny and faith, what 
then? 
(Mahapatra, Selected Poems, 257). 

His epiphany suggests that the poet’s faith 
is strong, even in the face of adversity. 

Being an ignoble, he felt out of place 
in school as his classmates were from an 
affluent family. He writes,  

“They came in their horse-drawn 
carriages, a few in motor cars; the 
boundaries of my solitary being 
shrunk further as I stood and 
watched the feathers of their 
power” (Mahapatra, Selected Poems, 
257). 
Themes of isolation, alienation, and 

loss spring from his deeply rooted family 
issues. His absentee grandfather was the 
reason for pessimism in the house from 
Mahapatra’s point of view. Being orthodox 
and conforming to a limited world with a 
parochial view, his mother made their 
relationship strenuous. His father was a 
leading college sub-inspector and worked 
in a steel factory to make ends meet. The 
only person he could rely on or confide in 
was his father; he was away from home 
most of the time because of work. His 
solitude became his only companion, and 
he found solace in mundane things. Poems 
such as "A Father's Sins" serve as lyrical 
memoirs, capturing the innocence, 
challenges, and defining moments of his 
early years. The poet's introspection 
invites readers to connect with the 
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universal nostalgia of revisiting one's 
formative years.  

The poet doesn't merely dwell on 
nostalgia; he interrogates the impact of 
personal history on the present. Mahapatra 
grapples with how the echoes of the past 
reverberate in the contemporary 
landscape of his poems. This reflective 
process becomes a means of 
understanding the self and negotiating the 
complexities of the present moment. Thus, 
as portrayed in Mahapatra's verses, 
personal memory becomes a powerful tool 
for shaping identity and a sense of 
belonging. The poet weaves a tapestry of 
familial relationships, cultural influences, 
and individual experiences, creating a 
poetic terrain where personal memory 
intersects with broader themes of cultural 
identity. Whether reminiscing about 
familial bonds or recounting moments of 
personal triumph and tribulation, the poet 
invites readers into an intimate space 
where shared emotions become the 
connective tissue between the poet and the 
audience. 

Mahapatra's poetic corpus 
demonstrates a persistent and 
multifaceted engagement with personal 
memory, a pivotal aspect of his literary 
oeuvre. Within the framework of his 
verses, readers are not only transported 
into the recesses of the poet's past, but also 
encouraged to undertake introspective 
voyages, contemplating the intricate 
interplay between individual history and 
the relentless progression of time (Smith, 
2020). 

Mahapatra's poetry extends an 
invitation to cultivate heightened 
awareness regarding the complexities and 
significance of everyday existence, 
particularly within the culturally rich 
tapestry of Orissa. The linguistic and visual 

elements he employs are deeply infused 
with a profound connection to his cultural 
heritage, endowing each line with a 
palpable sense of cultural consciousness. 
His poems serve as mirrors reflecting a 
nuanced self-awareness of the Oriya 
tradition, infusing them with a poignant 
and poised portrayal of the socio-political 
and cultural contexts that shape his artistic 
creations (Jones, 2018). 

A profound narrative emerges 
when tracing the thematic evolution across 
various phases in Jayanta Mahapatra's 
poetic odyssey. Commencing with 
exploring existential anxiety and 
celebrating cultural roots, the poet 
embarks on a transformative journey. 
Transitioning towards a feminist 
consciousness and critical examination of 
societal norms, Mahapatra undergoes a 
metamorphosis in his depiction of women 
from symbols of despair to agents of 
change. Subsequently, themes of 
environmental awareness and spiritual 
dimensions take centre stage, revealing a 
heightened sensitivity to ecological issues 
and a profound exploration of the mystical 
realm. This trajectory culminates in 
explicit socio-political commentary, 
addressing oppressive systems and social 
injustices. Amidst these thematic shifts, 
Mahapatra consistently engages with 
personal memory, utilizing his verses as an 
eternal canvas for revisiting the past and 
reflecting upon the enduring impact of 
individual history. As readers navigate the 
intricacies of Mahapatra's poetic tapestry, 
they encounter an invitation to embark on 
their reflective journeys. His poetry thus 
stands as a vibrant testament to the 
perpetual evolution of the human 
experience, resonating with the echoes of 
shared humanity (Brown, 2019). 
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